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Contextualizing Laudato Si’ through People’s Organization Engagement: A
Kalawakan Experience
Abstract
Abstract
[1]

Barangay Kalawakan

[2]

is one of the eight barangays of Doña Remedios Trinidad, Bulacan

[3]

situated at

[4]

the Sierra Madre Mountain Range of Luzon. Likewise, the place is considered as Bulacan’s last frontier
because of its tropical rainforest flora and fauna, preserved biodiversity and balanced ecosystem.
However, this barangay has also attracted several large-scale mining companies to extract metals and
minerals either from or below the earth. As a defense mechanism of the locals, they initiated to form a
[5]

people’s organization (PO) known as Samahang Makakalikasan ng Barangay Kalawakan composed of
the Tagalogs (lowlanders) and indigenous people locally known as Dumagats through the help of some
academic institutions. This organization which aims to promote justice, peace and integrity of creation,
has complied with the requirements mandated by the Security and Exchange Commission of the Republic
of the Philippines. On this note, the proponent described how the members have protected and preserved
their natural environment, resources and wildlife habitat. He also explained how the group opposed and
exerted efforts to foreclose the two influential large-scale mining companies through series of protests,
public consultations, court hearings, conferences, fora, exhibits, fieldtrips and symposia in collaboration
[6]

with the Department of Environment and Natural Resources , the Provincial Government of Bulacan and
several educational institutions. Part of this research article also explains how the members have
sustained their integral ecology through livelihood, environmental and health programs in partnership with
[7]

the Kamanlalakbay Program of the University of Santo Tomas-Office for Community Development as
indicators of contextualization of Pope Francis’ Laudato Si’. The proponent utilized participatory action
research as a tailor-made method. He also utilized an overarching framework known as reflection/action/
realization process which emerged from his experiences as a community organizer. This model has 5
stages: first is experience, where one reviews the concrete situation including his/her experiences of the
lived reality; second is brief social analysis where one understands the deeper systemic and structural of
a particular social injustice; third is theological reflection wherein one is given the opportunity to examine
the issue through the perspective of faith; fourth is action, where one decides what he/she can do and
should be done to address the root causes of the problem; and fifth is realization, wherein one has to
learn from his/her discernment. The aforementioned paradigm should be consistently followed when
reducing social theories into practice.
[1]It pertains to the smallest administrative division in the Philippines and is the native Filipino term for a
village, district or ward.
[2]Literally, it refers to universe or outer space. It can also be defined as a territory with huge land area.
Hereafter, Barangay Kalawakan will be referred to as Kalawakan.
[3]Doña Remedios Trinidad is the largest municipality in Bulacan, occupying almost 1/3 of the total land
area of the province. Hereafter, this town will be referred to as DRT.
[4]Sierra Madre is a long mountain range that encompasses Northern, Central and Southern Luzon.
[5]Hereafter, this group will be referred to as SAMAMAKA.
[6]Hereafter, this government agency will be referred to as DENR.

[7]Hereafter, this institution will be referred to as UST-OCD.

This article is available in Solidarity: The Journal of Catholic Social Thought and Secular Ethics:
https://researchonline.nd.edu.au/solidarity/vol8/iss1/2
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Contextualizing Laudato Si’ through People’s Organization Engagement:
A Kalawakan Experience
Arvin D. Eballo, Ph.D.1

Introduction
This paper presents how the locals of Kalawakan, DRT, Bulacan have demonstrated their
perseverance, solidarity and courage in protecting their environment from destruction caused
by small and large mining industries, illegal logging activities, charcoal-making and poaching
of wildlife that have threatened their community. The Tagalogs (lowlanders) and the
Dumagats (indigenous people) of Kalawakan have worked hand in hand to defend their
environment. They also opted for eco-friendly and sustainable livelihood such as communal
farming and eco-historical tourism. On this note, this paper aims to describe the balanced
ecosystem, preserved biodiversity and wildlife that exists in the area; to identify the different
human activities that may harm and extinguish the environment; and to recognize the
integrated approach employed by the members of the community in protecting their natural
resources in relation to Laudato Si’ through the help of other institutions and agencies.
This research article is descriptive in nature since it narrates the struggle of the
community to preserve and protect their environment. The proponent employed the
participatory action research as a method. For him, this method is appropriate because he was
part of the brainstorming, planning, implementation, managing, monitoring and assessment of
the program designed for the environment.2 He also conducted interviews and focus group
discussion to scrutinize the consistency and validate the data gathered.
Participatory action research is a reflective process of progressive problem-solving led
by individuals working with others to improve the way they address issues and solve
problems. It is generally applied within social learning situations, where numerous
participants cooperatively hypothesize meanings, identify problem, set goals and work
collectively toward solutions.3
Moreover, the proponent was also inspired by Lao Tzu’s insights while working as a
community organizer for Kalawakan: “Go to the people. Live among them. Learn from them.
Plan with them. Work with them. Start with what they know. Build on what they have!” For
purposes of clarity and coherence, the proponent has decided to adapt an appropriate

1

He served as the community organizer of the Office for Community Development of the University of Santo
Tomas (UST), Manila, Philippines for Barangay Kalawakan, Dona Remedios Trinidad, Bulacan from 2005 to
2012. This article was a product of his experiences and reflections as a community organizer. He is currently
working as a Catholic Theology professor at UST and a research associate at the Center for Religious Studies and
Ethics of UST.
2
Marleen Marleveld and Constant Danbegnon, “Managing Natural Resources: A Social Learning Perspective,”
Agriculture and Human Values, No. 16 (1999): 268. See also The Application of Participatory Action Research
to Climate Change Adaptation (Ottawa, Canada: 2012 International Development Research Centre and Center for
International Forestry Research, 2012): 31.
3
Jules Pretty and Louise Buck, “Social Capital and Social Learning in the Process of Natural Resource
Management,” in Natural Resources Management in Africa: Understanding and Improving Current Practices,
eds. Christopher Barrett, Frank Place and Abdillahi Aboud (Panama: ICRAF-CABI Publishing, 2002): 23.
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overarching framework based on his experiences as a community organizer known as
reflection/action/realization process. The model includes the following steps:
Step One: Experience the lived reality. Briefly examine a particular social justice
issue and the reality of injustice in society today. It is important to understand the “signs of
the times” affecting our lives, our families, and our greater community.
Step Two: Brief Social Analysis. This is a brief opportunity to examine the ‘why’
behind an issue. It is important to understand the deeper systemic and structural aspects
creating, impacting, instilling, and institutionalizing the particular social injustice.
Step Three: Theological Reflection. This is the time to examine the issue through the
perspective of faith using resources from Scripture, Catholic Social Teaching, and our own
faithful experiences.
Step Four: Action. This is an opportunity where one responds to the needs and
injustices considered in his/her reflection and analysis. Clearly, just societies do not simply
happen. Concrete actions addressing the root causes of poverty and systemic injustices are
needed. There are various actions or ways in which we may be called to respond. This
includes but not limited to works of charity, service, community organizing, economic
development, leadership development, education and trainings, and advocacy. Ideally, we are
all called to act with and for justice.4
The proponent opted to include Step Five which consists of his significant insights
and realizations while he was acting as the community organizer and doing this research
undertaking.
The core of this paper is to assert that compliance with integral ecology as encouraged
by Pope Francis, is attainable through collaboration and commitment of multi-stakeholders
such as academic institutions, government agencies, non-government organizations, people’s
organizations, media, indigenous people (IP), the Church and the locals of the community.
I. Experience
It was on January 20, 2002 when the proponent first explored the natural wonders of
Kalawakan as a mountaineer. As the president of YAPAK: Eco-Adventure Team, Inc.5, he
opted to organize series of tree planting activities in that area. His members had to traverse
the hilly and muddy landscape through the assistance of local guides formed by the
environmental group locally known as SAMAMAKA. The team was mesmerized by
numerous caves which also served as bird sanctuaries. They crossed two main tributaries:
Balaong River and Madlum River. They, too, noticed marble quarrying activities at Mt.
Mabio and Mt. Susong Dalaga6. The road going back to nearby town of San Miguel, Bulacan
was heavily damaged by the huge wheels of 6x6 trucks used in transporting huge marbles
from the quarry site to the processing facilities located in San Ildefonso, Bulacan.
4

See Reflection/Action Process: Examining Social Issues with a Theological Perspective (Office for Social Justice:
Catholic Charities of St. Paul and Minneapolis, 2014), 2.
5
Yapak literally means footstep but for the members of the group, it serves as an acronym for Yakapin at Pasyalan
ang Kalikasan or embrace and appreciate nature. This group is registered at the Security and Exchange
Commission (SEC). Hereafter, this group will be referred to as YAPAK.
6
A mountain range that is analogous to breasts of a young lady.
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The second meeting between the proponent and the SAMAMAKA officers and
members happened during the Biak-na-Bato Convenors’ Forum held on 12 February 2003 at
Club Royale, Malolos, Bulacan. The proponent represented YAPAK. That said forum
discussed the current situation and future of Kalawakan. The participants also suggested
ways on how to stop the large-scale marble quarrying activities in that area, particularly in
Biak-na-Bato.
Eventually, the proponent was assigned by UST-OCD as a community organizer for
Kalawakan. He conducted series of surveys, interviews and focus group discussions from 11
May 2006 to 9 June 2006 in order to understand and document the socio-economic profile of
the area as basis for potential projects and programs.

Figure 1: Map of the Philippines with Bulacan as the Highlight7

A. Doña Remedios Trinidad, Bulacan
It is a first class partially urban municipality in the province of Bulacan, Philippines. Per
2015 census, it has a population of 22,663 people with a density of 24 inhabitants per square
kilometer or 62 inhabitants per square mile. It is the least populated of all the municipalities
and cities of Bulacan and known as the ‘last frontier’ of the province due to its natural
beauty.8 It is also the largest municipality in Bulacan, occupying almost 1/3 of the total land
area of the province. It lies on the southern edge of the Sierra Madre mountain range, and
partially embraces three major conservation areas: the Angat Watershed Forest Reserve,
Biak-na-Bato National Park, and Doña Remedios-General Tinio Watershed Forest Reserve,
comprising 32,730.13 hectares of alienable and disposable public land.9
On 13 September 1977, Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos issued Presidential
Decree No. 1196, creating the municipality of DRT. This municipality was named in honor
of his mother-in-law, Remedios Trinidad Romualdez, who was a Bulakeña from Baliwag.
7

https://www.bulacan.gov.ph/map/centralluzon.php. (Accessed July 14, 2018).
“Region III (Central Luzon)”. Census of Population (2015): Total Population by Province, City, Municipality
and Barangay (Report). PSA. (Accessed February 12, 2017).
9
http://www.bulacan.gov.ph/drt/history.php. (Accessed February 12, 2017).
8
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The municipality is politically subdivided into the following 8 barangays: Pulong Sampaloc,
Camachile, Bayabas, Kabayunan, Sapang Bulak, Talbak, Camachin and Kalawakan.
B. Kalawakan
This barangay is bounded by General Tinio, Nueva Ecija on the north, Dingalan Aurora on
the northeast, General Nakar, Quezon on the east, Rodriguez, Rizal on the southeast,
Norzagaray, Bulacan on the east, and San Miguel, Bulacan on the west. To be exact, it can be
located using the following coordinates: 14°58′19″N 121°03′48″E.10
C. Biak-na-Bato
This national park is located in Kalawakan. Its thick forest, system of rivers and network of
caves and trails provided refuge to the Katipuneros (soldiers) of Emilio Aguinaldo who were
chased by Spanish forces from Cavite during the 1896 revolution. The place also served as a
shelter for the guerillas of Bulacan during World War II. Certainly, Biak-na-Bato has a spot
in the country’s historical and heritage trail. It was declared as a national park on 16
November 1937 through Proclamation No. 223 by then President Manuel L. Quezon in
recognition of its contribution to the Philippine Revolution.11 The area covers 2,117 hectares.
In 1970, then President Ferdinand E. Marcos issued an order regulating mineral exploration
and mining in government reservations. Moreover, per Proclamation No. 401, issued on 11
April 1989 by then President Corazon Aquino, had the national government re-define the
boundaries of Biak-na-Bato National Park, declaring 952 hectares as mineral reservation, 938
hectares as watershed reservation and 430 hectares as forest reserve. As a result, the said
scenario legitimized a rampant marble quarrying in the 952-hectare mineral reservation.12
Since then, the battle cry of the locals is to bring Biak-na-Bato back to its original 2,117hectare protected national park.

10

http://www.maplandia.com/philippines/region-3/bulacan/dona-remedios-trinidad. (Accessed February 12,
2017).
11
DENR Forest Management Bureau, 2006, 18.
12
Miriam P.E.A.C.E., Ang Kalagayan ng Biak-na-Bato: Nanganganib na ba? [The Present Condition of Biak-naBato: Is it in danger?] (Quezon City: Miriam College, 2003): 1.
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Figure 2: Map of Bulacan with Dona Remedios Trinidad as the Highlight13

D. Kalawakan: A Common Home for Biodiversity and Ethnodiversity
A huge part of Sierra Madre Mountain Range has been declared as forest reserves. Part of
Bulacan and Rizal, with 62, 309 hectares, was declared as a watershed forest reserve on 30
April 1968 by virtue of Proclamation No. 391 during the term of President Ferdinand
Marcos.14 Kalawakan is part of the watershed forest reserve due to its proximity to Ipo Dam
and Angat Dam. Based on the community profiling and natural resources inventory
documented in 1997, Kalawakan has been described as a tropical rainforest corridor depicted
by the following data15:
There are four mountains that can be found in the area such as Mt. Mabio with 432
meters (above sea level or ASL), Mt. Susong Dalaga with 422 meters (ASL), Mt. Silid16 with
380 meters (ASL) and Mt. Tanawan which serves as a border between Bulacan and Quezon
province. There are also two main tributaries namely Balaong River and Madlum River - that
serve as a source of water for the community. Furthermore, there are fascinating falls that
attract local tourists, like Verdivia Falls (formerly called Titilandok) and Talun-pari Falls.
Numerous hardwood trees exist in the area such as Molave, Lanite, Kupang,
Binayuyu, Bignay, Narra, Tangile, Banaba, Tibig and Himbabao. There are also wild
orchids, shrubs, ferns, bamboos, and bushes that can be found in the said area. A large
portion of the forest of Bulacan has been classified as Dipterocarpaceae, a family of largely
South Asian and African timber trees, which exists in a tropical rainforest. Apitong, Bagtikan,
Lauan, Guijo and Yakal belong to this category.17
The following are the animals that inhabit the place: unggoy (monkey), cloud rat
(dagang-gubat), baboy-ramo (Philippine Warty Pig or wild boar (Sus philippensis), paniki
(bats), usa (Philippine Brown Deer or Rusa mariana), musang, alamid (species of wild cat),
Long-tailed (Macaca fascicularis) and sawa (Philippine Python or Malayopython
reticulatus). A lot of species of reptiles and amphibians are also endemic in the area such as
bayawak (monitor lizard), ahas (snake), tuko (gecko) and pagong (turtle). Conversely, the
Dumagats hunt for pythons in order to protect themselves and their families from the attack
of the said predators.18
Kalawakan features about 100 mostly unexplored caves. Its network of caves and
thick forest serve as a natural aviary for birdlife species. The following birds are visible in the
area: Ashy-breasted Flycatcher (Muscicapa randi), Celestial Monarch (Hypothymis
coelestis), Crab-eating Macaque (Macaca fascicularis) Philippine Dwarf-kingfisher or
13

Credit to Peoples Development Institute.
DENR Forest Management Bureau, 2006, 4.
15
Conducted by Miriam P.E.A.C.E., DENR (PENRO), SAMAMAKA or Samahang Makakalikasan ng Barangay
Kalawakan and the locals of Kalawakan. The Dumagats of Kalawakan are familiar with the local names of trees
and birds endemic in the area.
16
It means room because there is a huge chamber underneath this mountain.
17
Grace Roxas, Watersheds, Sheltering Life (Quezon City: Wide Angel Media, 2010): 68.
18
See Thomas N. Headland and Harry W. Green, “Hunter-gatherers and other Primates as Prey, Predators, and
Competitors of Snakes.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America,
Volume 108, No. 52 (December 7, 2011): E1470-E1474. See also Sierra Madre Birdlife International Bird Area
(IBA) Programme Inventory in 2001.
14
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Tariktik (Ceyx melanurus), Flame-breasted Fruit-dove (Ptilinopus marchei), Hornbill
(endangered Tiktik), Luzon Rufous Hornbill or Kalaw (Buceros hydrocorax), Spotted
Imperial-pigeon (Ducula carola), Bleeding Heart Pigeon (Batu-batong Tulog), Slender-billed
Cuckoo Dove (Batadlawe), Philippine Coucal (Sabukot), Plaintive Cuckoo (Philippine
Luklak), Philippine Shrike (Tarat or Pakis-kis), Philippine Frogmouth (Kandarapa),
Philippine Hanging Parakeet (Bobotok), Grass Owl (Kuwagong Pusa), Green Racquet-tail
(Prioniturus luconensis), Whiskered Pitta (Pitta kochi), Philippine Hawk-eagle (Nisaetus
philippensis) considered as one of the biggest bird in the world and categorized by the
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) as vulnerable and threatened,
Philippine Eagle-owl (Bubo philippensis) locally known as kuwago and listed as vulnerable
by IUCN, Philippine Crested Serpent-eagle (Spilornis holospilus) considered by IUCN with
least concern, Philippine Scops-owl (Otus megalotis) identified endemic in the Philippines
with least concern status given by IUCN, Grey-headed Fish-eagle (Ichthyophaga ichthyaetus)
identified endemic in India, Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia with near extinction status given
by IUCN, and Luzon Tarictic Hornbill (Penelopides manillae) classified endemic with least
concern status given by IUCN.19
The following are also classified threatened and vulnerable species of quail in the
mountainous part of Bulacan: Mayang Kawayan o Green-faced Parrotfinch (Erythrura
viridifacies), Ashy Thrust (Zoothera cinerea) and Worcester’s Buttonquail or Luzon
Buttonquail.20
Mt. Susong-dalaga, Mt. Mabio and Mt. Silid are categorized by the DENR as
marbleized Karst21 and timberland that serve as natural aquifers of potable water that goes to
abundant springs scattered in the peripheries of Kalawakan. These springs provide naturally
clean, pure and mineral-rich potable water for the residents of the community. Likewise,
these mountains protect the community as natural barriers against gigantic waves and strong
typhoons that come from the Pacific Ocean in the eastern part of Bulacan.
Due to climate change, people are warned of extreme weather events or large-scale
natural disasters that will adversely affect everyone in the world. One of the most prominent
of these are stronger tropical cyclones. Relatively, there is a substantial body of scientific
evidence indicating that climate change will lead to stronger tropical storms. Asian typhoons
becoming more intense, study finds. Giant storms that wreak havoc across China, Japan,
Korea and the Philippines have grown 50% stronger in the past 40 years due to warming seas.
As the world’s oceans warm, sea water evaporates much more quickly providing more water
vapor. Consequently, this provides more energy for tropical cyclones that will have the
potential to kill many more people than the largest terrorist attack. This became apparent
when Super Typhoon Haiyan (or Yolanda, its local name) ravaged the Philippines during
November 2013 killing 6,245 people, injuring 28,626, and causing 1,039 to go missing.22
The forests of Kalawakan serve as a natural barrier against strong typhoons and
watershed as well that prevents soil erosion and flooding in the lowlands of the provinces of
19

Roxas, Watersheds, 68.
Based on DENR Forest Management Bureau Inventory (2006): 74-88.
21
An irregular limestone formation with sinkholes, underground streams and caverns.
22
William Holden and William Mansfield, “Laudato Si: A Scientifically Informed Church of the Poor Confronts
Climate Change.” Worldviews: Environment, Culture, Religion 22 (2018): 31-32. See also Hiroshi Takagi and
Miguel Esteban, “Statistics of Tropical Cyclone Landfalls in the Philippines: Unusual Characteristics of 2013
Typhoon Haiyan,” Natural Hazards, 80 (2016): 211-212.
20
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Bulacan, Nueva Ecija and Pampanga. Intensification of preservation of forests in the whole
of Sierra Madre is imperative because Asian typhoons are becoming stronger as supported by
scientific studies.
Based on Philippine census as of 1 May, 2010, there are 5,632 residents of
Kalawakan consisted of Tagalogs and Dumagats. The Dumagats are considered as the
aboriginal or indigenous people of Kalawakan. The term Dumagat is the alternative name
attributed by the lowlanders to the Negritos of Sierra Madre or east coast of Luzon. However,
they prefer to be called Agta or Alta. According to Fr. Pastells, SJ, the term ‘alta’ may refer
to ‘mountain people’.23 Furthermore, the Philippines is included among countries in the Asia
Pacific region with Negritos as inhabitants. On the one hand, the Negritos have been
classified as Austronesians who opted live on mountains.24 On the other hand, the Dumagats
of DRT are categorized as Pangkat Kalawakan25 by the National Commission on Indigenous
Peoples (NCIP) so as to differentiate them from other Dumagats of Sierra Madre who are
also applying for Certificate of Ancestral Domain/Land Title (CADT/CALT).26 In the
Philippines, indigenous peoples or IP’s are those who have a historical continuity with the
pre-Islamic and pre-Hispanic society of that country. These peoples constitute approximately
15-20% of the population; two-thirds of the IP’s live on the island of Mindanao, where they
are referred to as “Lumads,” while the remaining one-third of them live in the island of
Luzon.27 The encroachment of the Tagalogs (lowlanders) in Kawalakan began in the 70’s.
Majority of them came from Batangas wherein they were deprived of agricultural lands to be
tilled so they opted to literally look for greener pasture in DRT, Bulacan.

See Pablo Pastells, SJ, “Extract from a Letter Written by Fr. Pablo Pastells to the Father Provincial, Juan Capell,
SJ dated April 20, 1887, Manila” in Blair and Robertson’s The Philippine Islands, Volume 43, 278.
24
John Garvan, The Negritos of the Philippines, ed. Hermann Hochegger (Austria: Verlag Ferdinand Berger,
1964): 6-10.
25
Composed of Maugat, Kambubuyugan, Talamsi, Tubigan, Korosing, Alulod and Kalumpit.
26
See Martin Francisco, Mahabe Pagotan: Kasaysayan, Kalinangan at Lipunan ng mga Dumagat sa Bahaging
Bulacan ng Sierra Madre [Long Mountain Range: History, Culture and Community of the Dumagats of Bulacan
- Sierra Madre] (Malolos City: Center for Bulacan Studies/Bulacan State University, 2012): 168.
27
William Holden and Daniel Jacobson, “Ecclesial Opposition to Nonferrous Metals Mining in Guatemala and
the Philippines: Neoliberalism Encounters the Church of the Poor,” Engineering Earth (2011): 400.
23
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Figure 3: Extent of the Sierra Madre Mountain Range in Luzon28

II. Brief Social Analysis
When the proponent conducted the community profiling from May 11, 2006 to June 9, 2006,
he found out that all is not well in Kalawakan. There are threats to its ecosystem, biodiversity
and wildlife. The vulnerability of the area is due to small-scale and large-scale mining
activities that extract tea rose marble, iron ore and silica. There has been a relentless
exploitation and destruction of the environment from a reckless pursuit of profits, excessive
faith in technology and political short-sightedness.29 Seemingly, humans have forgotten to
live peacefully with other creatures. They have destroyed their habitat and hunted them
remorselessly. Even now, many species are already extinct. The destruction of species is
expected to increase dramatically during the next decade as the few remaining strands of
forest are wiped out by loggers and kaingineros.30 Kaingin-system or the cutting down and
burning of trees for agriculture purposes is also one of the threats.
Denudation and deforestation due to illegal logging and charcoal-making process
have been associated with flash flood in tributaries of Madlum and Balaong especially during
typhoon season. Mine tailings and residue (mud-like materials) have contaminated streams
and rivers. The most recent president of the Philippines, Benigno S. Aquino III, came to
power in 2010 and has continued the support of his predecessor, Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo,
for large-scale mining. Mining will continue to be regarded by the government as a main
source of employment and revenue for the feasible future. One of the world’s most shameful
28

Credit to Philippine Journal of Science, Vol. 145, No. 4 (December 2016): 315.
Joseph DiMento, “Laudato Si’,” Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, Volume 57,
No. 6 (2015): 10.
30
Catholic Bishops Conference of the Philippines, What is Happening to our Beautiful Land: A Pastoral Letter on
Ecology, 1988, 175. Kaingineros are the ones who perform kaingin and kaingin is the slash-and- burn system of
farming.
29
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examples of a tailings spill happened in the Philippines in 1996 at the Marcopper mine on the
island of Marinduque. Though the exact cause of the tailings spill remain unclear, on 24
March 1996 up to 3 million cubic meters of tailings were released into the Boac River. Five
villages, with an estimated number of 20,000 people, had to be evacuated.31 For Pope
Francis, profit over people or at the expense of the planet is not genuine profit. This is what
has happened with fossil fuels causing climate disruption.32
Stronger and unpredictable typhoons, as well as heavier rainfall events, all pose
serious challenges to the government’s emphasis upon encouraging large-scale mining. The
geochemical processes of acid generation operate on a geologic time scale necessitating
perpetual attention for tailings dams. If the government continues its aggressive promotion of
mining, a lot of tailing dams across the country are expected to happen. The destruction of
mining infrastructure designed according to climatic data produced prior to current
projections of climate change could cause massive amounts of pollution and damage to low
lying areas with significant contamination of aquatic resources.33
Another threat to the sustainability of the area is the continuous encroaching of
informal settlers.34 Indiscriminate and unregulated hunting of wildlife is also alarming. The
locals have agreed that the best solution to the environmental degradation is to recommend to
the DENR the foreclosure of the small and large mining industries that extract minerals either
from or below the earth. The local government should strictly implement the law that
prohibits kaingin-system, illegal-logging and charcoal-making. Hunting of wildlife should
likewise be monitored and regulated by the local government. Reforestation should
collaboratively be done by private institutions and government agencies. Programs in relation
to the holistic development of the people such as livelihood, health and education should be
prioritized by the local government with the support of some private institutions.
Lack of sustainable livelihood, muddy farm to market road, absence of health workers
and non-existence of health centers due to the remoteness of the area, and insufficient
numbers of teachers and classrooms were other difficulties complained by the locals.

William Holden, “Mining amid Typhoons: Large-scale Mining and Typhoon Vulnerability in the Philippines,”
The Extractive Industries and Society, 2 (2015): 450.
32
Mary Evelyn Tucker, “Ecological Challenges Evoke Ethical Response,” Environment: Science and Policy for
Sustainable Development, 57, (2015): 26.
33
Holden, “Mining amid Typhoons,” 452.
34
Herbert Barrios, “An Impact Analysis of the Forest Occupancy Management Project in Dona Remedios
Trinidad, Bulacan,” Journal of Philippine Development, Volume XI, No. 1 (1984): 26.
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Figure 4: Large-scale Mining of Tea Rose Marble at Kalawakan35
III. Theological Reflections (What does Laudato Si’ Say?
In passing, the papal encyclical Sollicitudo Rei Socialis has mentioned ecological concern
(410) and pollution (417) in 1987. Many argued that there was no official encyclical or
authority focused on the environment. Through the publication of Laudato Si’, the Catholic
social teaching now includes the teaching on the environment. Pope Francis officially states
that Laudato Si’ “is now added to the body of the Church’s social teaching” (15). It continues
the church’s discernment on modern-day challenges that started with Leo XIII’s encyclical
Rerum Novarum, on the condition of labor, published in 1891. The encyclical articulates
climate change, poverty and inequality as the main ethical challenges of the 21st century.
The dialogue about the environment has been discussed primarily using political,
scientific and economic realms. Through Laudato Si’, the language of faith enters the
dialogue explicitly, definitively and methodically. Indeed, the spiritual view is now part of
the articulation on the environment when Laudato Si’ has presented an overview of the
environmental crisis from the religious perspective. Discussions and debates about ecology
can be grounded on the Bible and the teachings of the Church. Pope Francis begins with ‘The
Gospel of Creation’ to inspire the readers through the call to care for creation, as stated in the
Book of Genesis wherein humankind was called to ‘till and keep’ the earth (67). But sad to
say, what we have done is overtilling with no adequate keeping.
Strongly emphasized by the Pope Francis in almost every page of the encyclical are
destructive effects of climate change, which worse impact is felt by people living in
developing countries (25). The Pope stresses the moral imperative for action on global
35

Photo credit to Foundation for the Philippine Environment.
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warming, poverty and overexploitation of natural resources.36 Obviously, the core of this
encyclical is the disparate effect of the climate change on the poor. The encyclical goes
further by integrating concerns about socioeconomic inequality with an environmental
agenda.37 The Pope identifies water shortages for the poor, the loss of biodiversity, the
collapse of societies, and the aggravation of inequality as consequences of hazardous climate
change. Therefore, prevention of climate change and the eradication of poverty should be
realized. Moreover, the encyclical also exposes the denial of climate change as to be
stemming from the shrouding for power of the capitalists. Many capitalists, supported with
scientific explanation, keep on denying the existence of climate change just to rationalize
their self-serving interests that oppose to the realization of the common good.
The Pope reminds us that less is more. He criticizes the ‘technocratic’ attitude in
which technology is embraced as the key to human existence and survival. His concern is not
with science and technology as such. It is rather, with the adoption of a technocratic mindset
that blinds us to the intrinsic value of other creatures and beings. It is a world driven by a
pathological techno-economic paradigm and a ‘deified market’ in which the poor are
marginalized, solidarity is undermined, and greed triumphs over justice.38 It places human
beings at the center and gives ‘absolute priority to immediate convenience’ in which
everything else becomes relative to one’s individual concerns. We assess the value of
everything in terms of whether or not we find it useful to us. The Pope calls this a ‘practical
relativism,’ a disorder that ‘drives one person to take advantage of another, to treat others as
mere objects’ (122).39 He also critiques an indifferent reliance on market force in which every
technological breakthrough is accepted before pondering on its effects to the world. Hence,
technology needs ethical deliberation if it will be detrimental to environment, especially in
the area of energy supply. Christian spirituality, by contrast, offers a growth marked by
‘moderation and the capacity to be happy with little’, i.e., contentment is a virtue. (222).
The Pope also links all human beings to creation: “We are part of nature, included in
it, and in constant interaction with it” (139). But our decisions have an unavoidable effect on
the environment. A visionless pursuit of money that neglects the welfare of the marginalized
and the destruction of the planet are undeniably connected. Laudato Si’ reminds us to
consider the plight of the marginalized and the condition of our environment before making
decisions related to economy. We should set aside our personal interests in favor of the
marginalized.
The Pope does not claim that he is knowledgeable on the issue of climate change.
Rather, he claims that the best scientific research on the protection of the environment has to
be recognized and utilized. Moreover, Laudato Si’ suggests that the Church’s teachings and
current scientific findings from other disciplines may help contemporary people to reflect on
a current ecological crisis. This is a clear indication that science and religion can collaborate
for the betterment of humankind. A dialogue among science, religions and different
worldviews can lead to an enhanced and mutual understanding of the common challenges
“Hope from the Pope: The Vatican has produced a Timely and Valuable Warning on the Threat of Climate
Change that will reach a Wide Audience.” Nature 522 (2015): 391.
37
Myanna Lahsen & José Maurício Domingues, “Pope Francis’s Environmental Encyclical in Latin America:
Mutual Influences,” Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 57 (2015): 22.
38
Mike Hulme, “Finding the Message of the Pope's Encyclical,” Environment: Science and Policy for
Sustainable Development, 57 (2015): 17.
39
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that mankind is facing.40 The Pope encourages the experts to engage, collaborate and develop
proper rules from the basic ethical principles discussed in the encyclical. He also insists that
climate policy instruments should be evaluated based on justice, fairness, effectiveness and
efficiency.
The Pope strongly criticizes those who disregard the issue of climate change,
particularly, its effects on the poor. Noticeably, prevalent indifference and selfishness
intensify environmental problems. He maintains that many of the wealthy are indifferent with
the plight of the poor not because they consider themselves as more worthy that others, but
due to the fact that majority of decision-makers are far away from the poor, having no idea of
the problematic situation of their poor brothers and sisters (90, 49).
Many people neglect their duty to nurture and sustain their good relationship with
their neighbor. Some ruin their relationship with their own selves due to lack of personal
reflection and discernment, with others, with God and with the earth (70). They have
forgotten that they are the stewards of their brothers and sisters, including creation.
Selfishness is a clear indicator of the elimination of the concept of the common good and the
universal destination of goods. The principle of the subordination of private property to the
universal destination of goods, and the right of everyone to their use, is a golden rule of social
conduct and the first principle of the whole ethical and social order.”41
Unlike other social encyclicals, Laudato Si’ utilizes facts from the situations of people
around the globe, recognizing the findings of bishops’ conferences from different countries.
The pope invites ‘all people’ into dialogue, solidarity and collaboration about our ‘common
home’ (3). However, Laudato Si’ does not want to establish a world government. It is an
urgent call for stewardship at all relevant levels. The encyclical places the solutions of the
ecological global crisis at the levels of international cooperation, national policies, municipal
governance, communities, families and the individual. It provides a cultural resource that can
serve to reinvigorate our collective efforts to subsequently protect a planet that we want our
children, and the other species of the Earth, to inherit.42 We are facing a crucial crisis as the
earth has begun to look more and more like, in Pope Francis’s vibrant image, ‘an immense
pile of filth’ (21). Yet, the document is optimistic, inspiring us that because God is with us
and all of us have the capacity to change our lives for the better. We can also move towards
an ‘ecological conversion’ in which we can pay attention to the ‘cry of the earth’ and the ‘cry
of the poor’ (49). Using religious language, the Pope is calling us for a change of heart or
conversion with both believers and nonbelievers.43
IV. Action
The core of the paper is to present and discuss the engagement and commitment of the locals
of Kalawakan in protecting and conserving their environment through the support of private
and public institutions like Miriam College, UST, the Catholic Church, media and
government agencies. This part of the paper also narrates the struggles of the community in
Ottmar Edenhofer, Christian Flachsland and Brigitte Knopf Edenhofer, “Science and Religion in Dialogue over
the Global Commons,” Nature Climate Change 5, (2015): 909.
41
St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae II/II q. 66, a. 2.
42
Robert Brulle and Robert Antonio, “The Pope’s Fateful Vision of Hope for Society and the Planet,” Nature
Climate Change, 5 (2015): 901.
43
Dale Jamieson, “Why Laudato Si’ Matters,” Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development. 57
(2015): 20.
40
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preserving and maintaining their ecosystem and biodiversity, known as integral ecology,
which respects its human and social dimensions.44 The following sub-topics are arranged
based on the different dimensions of integral ecology experienced by the residents of
Kalawakan in light of Laudato Si’.
Miriam College is a Catholic institution that promotes advocacy for the environment
known as the Public Education and Awareness Campaign for the Environment or PEACE.45
This institution is loyal to its vision and mission statement that their students, teachers and
administrators are called to become ‘co-creators of God’s kingdom on earth’. They are also
inspired to fulfill their core values such as katotohanan (truth), katarungan (justice),
kapayapaan (peace) and kalikasan (integrity of creation).46 This academic institution had
adopted Kalawakan as its partner community from 1997-2007.
The University of Santo Tomas has long been involved in extension and community
services. Its numerous student and faculty organizations, along with its administration, have
actively conducted various forms of community service activities. As the oldest university in
the Philippines and in the entire Asia, it envisions its partner communities as self-reliant,
interdependent and empowered, and a Philippine society that is maka-Diyos (pro-God),
maka-tao (pro-people), maka-bayan (pro-country) and maka-kalikasan (pro-environment).
Through its Kamamanlabay47 program, it commits itself to become a vital agent for social
transformation and an acknowledged leader in community development. The five pillars of
Kamanlalakbay holistic program can be gleaned through the acronym TOMAS: T-training
for development, O-organizing for empowerment, M-management for program development,
A-advocacy for research, and S-spirituality for transformation.48 Kalawakan had been a
partner community of UST-OCD from 2006 to 2012.
As Catholic academic institutions, the entry point and approach of these two schools
is to initiate integral ecology and development through education. For both schools, education
is imperative to realize integral ecology and holistic development.

Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, Encyclical letter on care for our common home (Pasay City: Paulines Publishing
House, 2015): 92.
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Environmental Studies Institute, 2014): 2.
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Community Development, 2006): 1.
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Figure 5: The Students of UST Conducted a Medical Mission in Kalawakan on 5 August
200649

A. Educational
After approximating the environmental damages happening in the area, Miriam College
conducted series of seminars, fora, trainings and exposures for the locals to be educated on
the significance of integral ecology and human development. It implemented the teaching of
the Seven Environmental Principles50 to the people which are as follows:
Nature knows best. (Ang kalikasan ang mas nakakaalam.) Humans should understand
nature and should abide by the rules the nature dictates. One must not go against the natural
processes if one would like to ensure a continuous and steady supply of resources. For
example, the mountains of Kalawakan are made up of limestone that serves as a aquifer of
potable water for the community and a natural barrier against typhoons.
All forms of life are important. (Lahat ng may buhay ay mahalaga.) Each organism
plays a fundamental role in nature. It is obvious that all living things must be considered as
invaluable in the maintenance of homeostasis in the ecosystem. An example of this is the
important role of butterflies in pollination.

49
50

The author, located at extreme right, owns this picture.
Reyes, Environmental Education, 4.

13
https://researchonline.nd.edu.au/solidarity/vol8/iss1/2

14

Eballo: Contextualizing Laudato Si’ through People’s Organization Engagement

Everything is connected to everything else. (Ang lahat ay magkakaugnay.) This
principle is best exemplified by the concept of the ecosystem. In an ecosystem, all the biotic
and abiotic components interact with each other to ensure that the system is achieved. Any
outside interference may result in an imbalance and the deterioration of the system. The caves
of Kalawakan, which also serve as a habitat for birds, can illustrate this principle.
Everything changes. (Ang lahat ay nagbabago.) The environment is constantly
changing. Organisms also evolve through time. However, man’s technology frequently
affects these natural changes to a problematic extent. For instance, pesticides have induced
insect mutation which, however, is not matched by natural checks and balances.
Everything goes somewhere. (Lahat ay may patutunguhan.) When a piece of candy
wrapper is thrown away, it disappears but it does not cease to exist. It ends up elsewhere.
Gases released in pipes may disperse but it may end up as a component of the atmosphere or
brought down by rains. Therefore, methods of waste management must be studied for
possible adoption, e.g., recycling and decomposing.
Ours is a finite earth. (Ang kalikasan ay may hangganan.) The earth’s resources can
be classified as either renewable or nonrenewable. Renewable resources are those that can
easily be replenished by natural cycles, e.g., water, air, plants and animals, while
nonrenewable resources are those that cannot be replenished through natural cycles, e.g., ores
of various metals, oils, and coal. Marble, ore and silica deposits of Kalawakan are certainly
considered nonrenewable resources.
Nature is beautiful and we are stewards of God’s creation. (Maganda ang kalikasan
na nilikha ng Diyos at tayo ang tagapangasiwa nito.) Being the most intelligent of all
creatures, humans are expected to care for God’s creation. The members of SAMAMAKA
are aware of their obligations to take care of and protect their environment for their own and
the future generation’s sake.
UST-OCD implemented distance education program wherein a teacher in UST
transmitted the lessons to Kalawakan via a two-way radio. The role of a trained para-teacher
in Kalawakan was to facilitate and explain the lessons dealing with kalikasan (nature),
kabuhayan (livelihood), kalusugan (health) and kaalamang magbasa, magsulat at magkwenta
(skills in reading, writing and basic computing). The holistic nature of the lessons offered in
that said distance education is explicit.
There were also series of lakbay-aral or fieldtrips for the learners to have a first-hand
experience of livelihood projects. For example, some residents of Kalawakan actively
participated in the annual fieldtrip sponsored by UST-OCD held at Central Luzon State
University, Muñoz, Nueva Ecija on 1 September 2006. The participants were taught basic
farming, cattle and poultry raising as alternatives for kaingin-system, and charcoal-making.
UST-OCD initiated and sponsored the construction of Kalawakan learning center as
an appropriate venue for distance education sessions. The learning center was inaugurated on
25 November 2008. Furthermore, the members of mountaineering club of UST sponsored the
construction of Kalawakan library. They also donated tables, chairs, books, maps and other
reading materials for that said library. The library was established on 25 February 2012.
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Additionally, UST-OCD facilitated the Re-entry Agenda for the Poor (REAP), also
known as Home Study Program, for 14 Kalawakan out-of-school youths who wished to
finish high school. Volunteer professors from UST had initiated series of tutorial sessions
with values formation for REAP scholars of Kalawakan from 7 August 2010 to 20 March
2011.
Eight out-of-school youths from Kalawakan also attended technical courses and nonformal education such as Practical Electricity, Metal Fabrication and Computer Literacy from
19 October to 28 October 2006, sponsored by UST-Faculty of Engineering. Moreover, the
Institute of Religion of UST financed the accommodation, food and fare of the participants
from Kalawakan.51
B. Spiritual
UST-OCD had tried to integrate Basic Ecclesial Communities (BEC) approach to its
Kamanlalakbay program for the betterment of its partner communities. The leaders of all the
partner communities of UST-OCD attended series of workshops and seminars on how to
integrate BEC with their program. In the BEC approach, each partner community of USTOCD is considered as a small and active Christian community or basic Church nourished in
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Discussion and reflection on one’s relationship with God, family,
neighbors and creation are the typical topics in BEC. Each member of BEC is expected to
respond to the challenges of the Gospel discussed and reflected every Saturday evening.
There is a weekly plan of action that is to be accomplished and reported by each member,
e.g., plan of action on how to take care of the environment. Basically, BEC is a pastoral
approach to realize integral evangelization wherein different aspects of life such as
spirituality, politics, economics and culture are addressed.52 The spirit of BEC is to go back to
the original practices of the first Christian community who ‘devoted themselves to the
teaching of the Apostles, to fellowship, to breaking of the bread, and to prayers’.53
This BEC approach of UST-OCD had been guided and sustained by weekly
Ebanghelyo sa Radyo (evangelization through two-way radio). The Gospel reading for each
Sunday is discussed and explained by a volunteer theology professor of UST. The last part of
the interactive radio program is to challenge the listeners from different partner communities
how to integrate the Gospel to their daily life situations.54
The Role of the Church
In the Philippines, the Roman Catholic Church is determinedly opposed to the
government's emphasis on large-scale mining as a method of achieving development. The
Bishops in the Eastern Visayas (the islands of Biliran, Leyte, and Samar) have been among
the most outspoken opponents of large-scale mining.55 Since the 1970s, the Diocese of
Malolos, Bulacan has explicitly criticized the mining activities happening in DRT, especially
when the Catholic Bishops Conference of the Philippines56 published a pastoral letter on
51
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ecology titled, ‘What is happening to our Beautiful Land?’ in 1988. The Church has taken
serious notice of environmental issues and has adopted the environment as the premier issue
to focus upon. This emphasis upon the environment has consisted of both activism and
programs designed to protect and improve the environment. The environmental activism of
the Church is directed towards logging, hydroelectric dams, aerial spraying of pesticides on
plantations, and mining.57 The CBCP declared that the Mining Act is detrimental to life
because the right to life of people is inseparable from their right to sources of food and
livelihood.58 Concerns about the environmental effects of mining are particularly serious
among indigenous people due to the overlap of mineral resources with their ancestral domain
(See Figure 6). This concern is most prominent in Northern Luzon where mining companies
in indigenous communities of Cordillera have fouled rivers, endangered the environmental
health of communities, and mistreated workers.59
A commitment to indigenous peoples is also an important principle of the Church in
the Philippines. In 1977, the CBCP created the Tribal Filipino Apostolate, a Church
institution advocating on behalf of indigenous peoples. They also designated the second
Sunday of every October as Tribal Filipino Sunday. In 1991, PCP II identified Indigenous
Peoples as a sector of society calling for special attention. In particular, PCP II emphasized
the importance of protecting the cultures and lands of the Indigenous Peoples stating, “their
ancestral domains, their cultures, rights, and the integrity of their environment be defended,
preserved, and promoted.”60 The CBCP highlighted the significance of protecting access to
the resources needed by the poor. It declared that the promised benefits of mining by the
transnational corporations are outweighed by the dislocation of communities, especially
among our indigenous brothers and sisters, the risks to their health and livelihood, and
massive environmental damage.61
The initiative of the Diocese of Malolos (Bulacan) to express its concern for the
Dumagats formally began in 1996. Through Fr. Florentino Concepcion and Fr. Jose Viola, a
flagship program known as Galilee Outreach Program was envisioned for the Dumagats.
Eventually, the Diocese of Malolos officially formed the Commission for the Indigenous
Apostolate headed by Fr. Ruel Arcega. Due to this commission, the Galilee Outreach
Program has evolved into Dumagat Mission Center having Bro. Martin Francisco of the
Blessed Sacrament Missionaries of the Poor as the head. Since then, the center has fought for
the rights of the Dumagats and defended them from any form of discrimination and
maltreatment. Another objective of the center is to go against illegal logging and mining
operations in DRT.62 In addition, the center has assisted the Dumagats in preparing and
completing the needed documentation for their application for the Certificate of Ancestral
Domain/Land Title (CADT/CALT), in collaboration with the National Commission on
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Indigenous Peoples (NCIP), Bulacan Special Task Force on Ancestral Domain, and Bulacan
Environment and National Resources Office (BENRO).63
Visibly, the commitment of the Church to the environment and to Indigenous Peoples
both emanate from its role as a Church of the poor; the environment is to be protected as
environmental degradation unfavorably affects the poor, and the Indigenous Peoples are also
to be protected as they are among the poorest members of society.64 Just as the Church acts
on behalf of the environment to protect biodiversity and ethnodiversity in support of the
Indigenous Peoples.65
Indigenous Spirituality
Embedded on the spirituality of the Tagalogs of Kalawakan is respect and
relationship with nature. Kalikasan is the term they use to articulate the notion of nature. The
prefix ‘ka’ for the Katagalugans (Tagalog-speaking people) implies affinity or relationship,
e.g., kapatid for sibling, kamag-anak for relatives and kaibigan for friend. For the Tagalogs,
they are connected with nature. The air that they breathe, the food they eat and the land that
they cultivate are provided by the natural environment.
The practice of pasintabi is another indication of Katagalugan’s reverence with
nature. Pasintabi or tabi-tabi po is an expression of ‘excuse’ or ‘please’ whenever they walk
in a remote area or visit a new place. They believe that there are unseen beings or spirits that
dwell in nature. The same is true with the Dumagats. For them, their land belongs to their
ancestors who continue to dwell as anitos or spirits. This is the reason why their land is
sacred for them. They also practice pasintabi or tabi-tabi so as not to disturb the spirits that
dwell in nature. Anyone who destroys their natural habitat or forest will experience balik or
divine retribution. These attitudes of the Tagalogs and Dumagats toward nature make them
bold and firm in taking care and protecting their environment.66
A Dumagat chieftain from Sitio Alulod, Kalawakan, DRT disclosed to the proponent
the oral account of their creation story.67 He maintained that his tribe believe in one God
known as Makadepat. Literally and figuratively, Makadepat is the most powerful being and
creator of all. He created the first man known as Agta, as well as the first woman known as
Mahuna. He has sent sobkal or spirits to the world in order to influence and guide the
Dumagats in their day to day living. The Dumagats respect and protect their environment
because its full of sobkal. They consider the trees, rivers and mountains as their brothers and
sisters. Even monkeys are respected. The place Camachin suggests two things. The prefix
‘ka’ implies relationship like ‘ka’patid or sibling, and the word ‘machin’ (matsing in
Tagalog) refers to a monkey. The chieftain added that the sobkal can explicitly convey their
message by sending shooting stars into the night sky. The Dumagats also wear sacred
bracelets in their arms to remind them of the presence of sobkal. They likewise believe in the
spirit of their great grandfather named Talagumpanos, who continuously guide them when
they go hunting and influence them in taking care of their environment. For the Dumagats,
Talagumpanos is definitely the spirit that exists in preserving their environment. Bato sa Sare
is the dwelling place of Talagumpanos. This said mountain is sacred for the Dumagats. For
63
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them, it is the center or the heart of their territory. This mountain also serves as a natural and
political boundary among provinces of Bulacan, Rizal and Quezon. This oral account of
creation spirituality attributed to the Dumagats proved the theory of Paul Proust de la
Gironiere, which claimed that the Negritos of Sierra Madre were not aware of the idea of
God’s existence, to be wrong.68
C. Environmental
Based on the community investigation conducted by Miriam PEACE in 1997, an urgent need
for conservation of ecosystem, biodiversity and wildlife in Kalawakan due to mining
operations, illegal logging and poaching was figured out. Through the initiative of Miriam
College, BUNDUK was formed. BUNDUK is an acronym for Buklod-Unlad ng Dalitang
Umaasa sa Kalikasan (solidarity of marginalized people who depend on nature for
subsistence). It is a federation of environmental groups of the towns of San Miguel and DRT
in Bulacan. SAMAMAKA is under the umbrella of that said federation.
A substantial number of individuals in Kalawakan previously involved in quarrying,
illegal logging and charcoal-making had shown a radical change in standpoint regarding
respecting the abundant ecological resources of the area. Today, they are at the frontlines as
SAMAMAKA members in safeguarding their environment from further damage. Through
Bantay Kagubatan, the group was able to monitor and protect their environment from illegal
loggers, poachers of wildlife and kaingeros69. Community capacity building activities and
empowerment, including training and strong advocacy work, strengthened the organization.
The advocacy aspect required distribution of reading materials, drafting and passing of
resolutions, and lobbying them in the Congress. Progress in self-confidence and moral
ascendency among the members of organization are evident. For instance, they were involved
in drafting the Initial Protected Area Plan (IPAP) that led to the inclusion of Biak-na-Bato
National Park as a protected area under the National Integrated Protected Areas System Act
of 1995 (Republic Act 7856).70
Through the BUNDUK and SAMAMAKA initiative in collaboration with private
institutions like Miriam PEACE, media such as Radyo Kalikasan or Radio Program for
Nature (DWBL 1242 AM Band, 8-9AM every Sunday), and the local government, a strong
anti-mining campaign led to the suspension of mining permit of a limestone/marble quarrying
company in 2006. Similarly, all mining and quarrying permits were cancelled by the DENR
in the same year.71
After series of public awareness campaigns, street protests in front DENR, dialogue
with legislators, public fora, public consultations, and court-hearings, finally, the efforts and
collective struggles of the locals of Kalawakan paid off. On 10 January 2011, Director Leo
Jasareno of the Mine and Geosciences Bureau of the DENR announced that the area of Biakna-Bato will be made a national park and a mineral reservation area. Therefore, the tea rose
68
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marble mining company has to stop its operation in the said area. This came after the DENR
cancelled the Mineral Production Sharing Agreement and issued cease and desist order to the
mining company.72
Through the vigilance of the locals of Kalawakan, particularly the members of
SAMAMAKA, DENR has suspended the operations of another mining company, known as
the only iron-producing mine in the country, in line with its drive against irresponsible
mining. DENR Undersecretary Leo Jasareno, head of the mining audit team, said that the
mid-scale miner failed to secure the International Organization for Standardization (ISO)
14001 certification for Environmental Management System. Failure of companies to secure
or maintain ISO 14001 certification will result in the suspension of their environmental
compliance certificate and non-issuance of ore transport permit. There were also complaints
of siltation of the river in the area, Jasareno said.73 It is pleasing to witness the partnership of
different sectors of the society working together for a common cause. Below are harmful
environmental effects of mining.
Environmental Effects:
Deforestation
Water Siltation
Air pollution
Hazardous Chemicals

Water Contamination

Consequences:
The removal of trees reduces species habitat and leads to
runoff and flooding during the rainy season.
Increased erosion leads to siltation of water systems and the
degradation of fish habitat.
Dust emissions may cause respiratory problems in humans
and can lead to the asphyxia of plants and trees.
Cyanide is used as a processing agent in gold mining and
mercury is frequently produced as a by-product during
mining. Spills of these chemicals constitute a threat to human
health.
Acid mine drainage occurs from ore bodies containing iron
and sulfur when these minerals are exposed to water and
oxygen.

Figure 6: Mining’s Environmental Effects.74

Another endeavor of SAMAMAKA is to be watchful on the quality of water that they
have in their rivers. Bantay-ilog (river-watch) volunteers were formed under the auspices of
SAMAMAKA. The duties of the volunteers are to check and monitor if their rivers are
manifesting siltation and contamination due to ‘mine-tiling’ materials. The perseverance of
Bantay-ilog volunteers led to the suspension of a large-scale ore mining company in DRT.
SAMAMAKA also responded and to the call of then President Benigno C. Aquino III,
in his Executive Order No. 26 known as The National Greening Program75, by signing a
contract reforestation project with DENR to rehabilitate hundred hectares of land in a denuded
Dino Balado, “DENR finally cancels mining at Biak-Na-Bato,” Punto! (San Fernando City, Pampanga, January
12, 2011).
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portion of DRT. Community volunteers are the ones responsible in seedling preparation,
planting, re-planting, weeding and monitoring. Reforestation in DRT is also undertaken by
other groups, e.g., Miriam College, Manila Hotel, the International School, and Universal
Motors Corporation.76
D. Economic
Mining industries were cancelled by DENR in Kalawakan. Illegal logging and charcoalmaking were prohibited by the municipal mayor of DRT. Is there a life in Kalawakan after
the closure of mining industries and prohibition of illegal logging and charcoal-making?
What will be the source of income of the locals now?
In response to this, UST-OCD had recommended sustainable and responsible
communal farming. The locals will utilize their own lands, including idle lands, to avoid
kaingin-system. In the spirit of solidarity, the SAMAMAKA members will plant, sustain and
monitor their farms together. They will harvest and sell their vegetables and fruits together.
On 25 July 2010, UST-OCD lent 40,000 pesos for SAMAMAKA members as solidarity fund
for their communal farming. After 2 years, they are expected to report and return the money
without interest.
More so, Miriam PEACE had suggested alternative livelihoods in relation to ecotourism such as street vending, food catering, tour-guiding (trekking and spelunking),
sustainable and responsible agro-industry and livestock-raising specifically goat-raising.
The construction of national highway from Angat and San Ildefonso, Bulacan to
Sibul, San Miguel, Bulacan via Barangay Kalawakan, Doña Remedios Trinidad from 2011 to
2015 by the Department Public Works and Highways, had significantly changed the lives of
the locals. It is easier for them now to bring their products, such as fruits and vegetables to
nearby public markets. The youths of Kalawakan can now simply go to San Ildefonso,
Bulacan and San Miguel, Bulacan to finish their college.
E. Political
The closure of two big mining companies reflects the political will and good decision-making
on the part of the local government of Bulacan and DENR officials, in collaboration with
educational institutions, media and people’s organizations. These government officials are
sensitive to the situation of the people and the extent of the damage caused by mining and
illegal logging activities.
Until now, there are still some small-scale mining continuously operating in DRT.
According to the operators, they cannot be blamed because they just inherited this tradition
from their ancestors despite the fact that their licenses were already cancelled by the late
Environment Secretary Angelo Reyes in 2006. This scenario prompted Mayor Rolando
Flores and a team of policemen and town employees to catch mine workers hauling iron ore
mined from DRT. The trucks loaded with iron ore minerals were confiscated and kept at the
municipal hall there. Charges have been filed against the miners. Flores said he received
reports that four companies have pursued pocket-mining operations in watershed areas that
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could imperil the town. “They have not been concerned about how their operations could
trigger denudation and flooding,” he said.77
In July of 2011, the Provincial Government of Bulacan, headed by Governor
Alvarado, initiated the formation of a fact-finding and oversight committee to investigate and
monitor the 440-hectare big-scale iron ore mining industry at Barangay Camachin, DRT. The
committee discovered that the said mining has caused soil erosion and mudslides to nearby
creeks and streams. Mudslides and flashfloods going to major rivers may cause geological
formations such as manganese.78 Siltation mine tailings have reached Balaong River of San
Miguel, Bulacan79 to as far as Pinac de Candaba, Pampanga. The committee also added that
the said mining company did not comply with the Environmental Compliance Certificate.
The mining company should also consider that the area is part of 1kilometer radius zone from
Angat Watershed Reservation and ancestral domain of the Dumagats.80
Congressman Joselito Mendoza of 3rd District of Bulacan led his constituents in
condemning that said big-scale iron ore mining. He initiated action to cancel the controversial
mining company’s permit to quarry due to some violations like irresponsible release of
mining tailings and residue from Camachin River to Biak-na-Bato river system.81
The National Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP) is the legitimate
government agency that should assist and help the Dumagats in securing their ancestral
domain/title. However, the Provincial Government of Bulacan has also supported and
assisted the Dumagats by creating and forming the Bulacan Special Task Force on Ancestral
Domain (BSTAD), in collaboration with the NCIP and Bulacan Environment and National
Resources Office (BENRO).82
F. Socio-Cultural
The Tagalogs and Dumagats coexist peacefully in Kalawakan. They worked hand in hand as
an expression of solidarity in protecting their common home from further degradation caused
by large-scale mining and illegal logging. The collaboration among the locals, local
government, media and private institutions like Miriam PEACE and UST-OCD in promoting
concern for the environment is also a manifestation of solidarity.
When UST students organized and sponsored series of medical and dental missions
with basic hygiene seminars that began on 5 August 2006, a dialogue of life between the
locals and the students happened. When UST students met the Dumagats for the first the
time, a dialogue of faith and life transpired. When members of the mountaineering club of
UST constructed a library, and donated solar-powered lamp to the natives, solidarity and
celebration of faith and life also took place.
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It is expected from the Dumagats to protect their environment because of their
concept of ancestral domain which they inherited their lands from their ancestors. They
respect their lands as much as they respect their ancestors. For the Tagalogs, Biak-na-Bato is
a historical heritage site. It served as a refuge for the Filipino heroes during 1896 revolution,
Philippine-American war, and World War II against Japan. Indeed, this place is a sacred
ground.
Daily Life Ecology
The Dumagats are known for the simplicity and frugality of their lifestyle. What they need is
what they only get. For example, they believe that other people also have the right to get
fruits from the forest. They avoid hoarding of resources or greediness because they believe
that the entire creation belongs to all. If they will get all the resources from the forest, others
will be deprived of what also belong to them. This mindset is called sapat mentality which
inspires people to get what is only needed and be contented what they have. They live in day
to day subsistence. They have nothing to worry since sources can be found in the forests. This
is the reason why the Dumagats are against mining. For them, their future generation should
also enjoy and benefit from nature. They, likewise, do not practice kaingin-system because
they are already satisfied with the fruits that they find in the forests. The lowlanders are the
proponents of kaingin-system.83 The Dumagats are also good examples of integral ecology
simply because their everyday life revolves around nature. Their work and even their identity
are attributed to nature. As much as possible, they reuse and recycle their belongings. They
are not the ‘throw-away’ kind of people because they are not consumerists and their
belongings are limited. The relationship of indigenous peoples to their lands and resources
deserves attention, since it is a fundamental expression of their identity.84
V. Realizations
All the significant insights and realizations of the proponent while he was working as a
community organizer assigned at Kalawakan and while he is doing this research undertaking
in relation to Pope Francis’ Laudato Si’ are discussed here.
A. From Engagement to Empowerment
The locals of Kalawakan were empowered by private institutions like Miriam PEACE and
UST-OCD. These two educational institutions opted to phase out their programs in
Kalawakan considering that its locals manifested capacity to become a self-reliant
community. Miriam PEACE phased out its program in 2007, while UST-OCD did the same
with its program in 2012. The director of the community development of Miriam PEACE
expressed her satisfaction when she realized that the SAMAMAKA members are still active
in their advocacy to protect their environment as volunteers of National Greening Project and
Bantay-ilog (river-watch). She remembers how Miriam PEACE used to lead the communities
when engaging the DENR. But in the recent years, the SAMAMAKA members now take the
lead and initiate. The role of Miriam Peace now is to extend support. She mentioned that the
members of BUNDUK and SAMAMAKA, who are at the forefront of the campaign against

Barrios, “An Impact Analysis,” 26.
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471. Hereafter, this document will be referred to as Compendium.
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the quarrying operations in Biak-na-Bato, are proud of the principles that they are fighting
for.
UST-OCD opted to phase out its holistic development program at Kalawakan when
the locals have shown signs of resiliency and capacity to become a self-reliant community.
The locals have continued their communal farming. Those who finished technical courses
through UST-OCD were able to find jobs. Furthermore, the construction of national highway
going to nearby municipalities brought a significant impact to the socio-economic aspect of
the locals.
Engagement is a two-way process. Those teachers and students who went to
Kalawakan for immersion, mission and curiosity realized the resiliency of the locals. They
appreciated the contentment and simplicity of lifestyle of the people. These realizations made
them more mature Christians who are always ready to be involved in serving others,
especially the less fortunate ones.
B. Becoming a Self-reliant Community
Miriam PEACE empowered the people of Kalawakan through involvement in advocacy for
environment and alternative livelihood while UST-OCD trained the people of Kalawakan
through the Kamanlalabay approach which imparts holistic development. Medical missions
were held, as well as series of trainings for livelihood and technical courses. After those
trainings, seminars, distance education sessions using 2-way radio and field trips of the
locals, Kalawakan now is expected to become a self-reliant community.
C. Through the Principle of Stewardship
The locals of Kalawakan, including the stakeholders who supported the cause for the
protection of environment, carried out the principle of stewardship. They utilized their
intellect and will in ‘tilling’ and ‘keeping’ their land and resources. The text Gen. 2:15
suggests ‘till and keep’ the garden of the world. ‘Tilling’ refers to cultivating, ploughing or
working, while ‘keeping’ means caring, protecting, overseeing and preserving. The
abovementioned verse also depicts the character of the Dumagats toward nature. They ‘till’
and ‘keep’ their ancestral domain. This implies a relationship of mutual responsibility
between human beings and nature.85
D. Through the Principle of Solidarity and Preferential Option for the Poor
The solidarity of multi-stakeholders, such as educational institutions, government agencies,
media and the Catholic Church in protecting the ecosystem and biodiversity of Kalawakan, is
a clear indication that they are working together for a common cause. This act of caring for
creation extends not only to their present needs but also to their future.86 The locals are
simply preserving their environment for the future generation, especially for the Dumagats
who consider their lands as their home.
The notion preferential option for the poor reminds the Catholics that they have
obligations to all people, especially to people living in poverty. Individual charity matters, but
Francis, Laudato Si’, 47.
Compendium, 467.
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the fair distribution of essential resources and the remediation of unjust structures are also
imperative.87 The preferential option for the poor demands that the poor, the marginalized
and, in all cases, those whose living conditions interfere with their proper growth, should be
the focus of particular concern.88 Indeed, helping the Dumagats and the locals of Kalawakan
in preserving their area and sharing with them how to make a decent living are duties of
every Catholic by virtue of the principle of preferential option for the poor.

E. For the Common Good
The mountains of Kalawakan that serve as aquifer of potable water should be protected
because the springs and rivers will dry up if quarrying will continue. It is for the common
good of the residents of Kalawakan to ensure safe drinking water. Fresh drinking water is an
issue of primary importance, since it is indispensable for human life and for supporting
terrestrial ecosystem. Sources of fresh water are necessary for health care and agriculture. 89 It
is also for the common good when the mountains and forests of Kalawakan serve as a natural
barrier against waves and typhoons coming from Pacific Ocean.
Undeniably, The Tagalogs and Dumagats of Kalawakan are working peacefully in
tandem to achieve a common goal of promoting greater environmental wellness in their area
where they reside and make their livings. It is amusing to see diverse communities and
cultures working for a common good.
F. To Realize Universal Destiny of Created Goods
The mountains and forests of Kalawakan should be used wisely and fairly by the locals for
their future generation. It is improper that only one mining company benefits from that area.
It is also unacceptable to destroy mountains due to mining and illegal logging, while the
community is suffering due to flashfloods. The social doctrine of the Church reminds us that
the goods of the earth were created by God to be used wisely by all. “God destined the earth
and all it contains for all men and all peoples so that all created things would be shared fairly
by all mankind under the guidance of justice tempered by charity.”90 This principle is based
on the fact that “the original source of all that is good is the very act of God, who created
both the earth and man, and who gave the earth to man so that he might have dominion over
it by his work and enjoy its fruits (Gen 1:28-29). God gave the earth to the whole human race
for the sustenance of all its members, without excluding or favoring anyone.91
Conclusion
Prior to the publication of Laudato Si’, integral ecology has been realized in Kalawakan. The
linkage of ecology, economy, and equity is what comprises integral ecology and is central to
Laudato Si.92 Integral ecology has been proven doable through the concerted efforts of the
locals, private institutions, government agencies, Church, media and NGOs. The indigenous
Christiana Peppard, “Pope Francis and the Fourth Era of the Catholic Church’s Engagement with Science,”
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 71 (2015): 35.
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peoples, like the Dumagats, are the experts in ‘tilling’ and ‘keeping’ their lands. They are
good examples of stewardship of God’s creation. If environmental degradation is systemic,
e.g., caused by large-scale mining, the solution could also be systemic. The collaboration
among the people to protect the environment is a good example of a systemic approach
against environmental degradation like what locals of Kalawakan have contributed in
protecting their environment. If the causes of environmental destruction are man-made, the
solutions to those problems can also be man-made. The solidarity of the people in protecting
and promoting the culture of care for creation is the best solution to present-day ecological
crisis.
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